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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANIMALS IN THE ART OF ANCIENT IRAN 

Margaret Cool Root 

parameters of inquiry 

Animal imagery is pervasive and dynamic in the art of ancient Iran; 
but there is no book-length study of the subject. This is a real gap 
in scholarship, perhaps best explained as a reflection of features that 
frustrate analysis of ancient Iran as a discrete entity. Because of Iran's 
geographic position between western and central Asia, it has been 
open to trade contacts and sweeping cultural interactions since re- 
mote antiquity. Furthermore, at certain periods in the history of Iran, 
its artistic traditions were closely related to those of neighboring 
Mesopotamia. Thus Iranian material is often folded into analyses 
of "greater Mesopotamian" civilization, with the obvious result that 
emphasis is placed on shared concepts rather than upon anything 
that might be teased out as distinctively Iranian. Although not spe- 
cifically focusing on animals and needing an update in evidence and 
methodology, Porada's survey of the art of Iran as a phenomenon 
separate from that of Mesopotamia remains a useful resource. Fur- 
thermore, it does include penetrating descriptive observations on 
animal art (Porada 1965). 

When we look closely we find that there are, indeed, distinctive 
characteristics in Iranian traditions. In fact, despite close ties with 
Mesopotamia, there is one overarching theme that imposes a remark- 
able hallmark unity upon ancient Iranian creativity in the visual arts. 
It is a veritable reveling in the decorative potentials of animal forms 
and the richly textured valences of their symbolism. This hallmark 
is discernable across a multiplicity of media and across arts made 
for official court consumption as well as private use in various so- 
cial and regional contexts. The key to any attempt to define a per- 
vasive "folk" art of ancient Iran may well be in the realm of animal 
imagery and style (as per Moorey 1985). 

In an effort to move toward a blueprint for an eventual larger scale 
study of animal art in ancient Iran, we will focus here primarily on 
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case studies in animal imagery which, while they may in some in- 
stances initially share a common ancestry with Mesopotamian 
themes, then proceed along tellingly divergent trajectories. Our 
survey will move very selectively back and forth from the late pre- 
historic era, ca. 4500 B.C., through the Achaemenid Persian empire 
(550-330 B.C.). I will not address archaeological problems of rela- 
tive and absolute chronologies for the early phases. Henceforth all 
dates will be B.C. unless otherwise noted. 

During the Achaemenid empire, southwestern Iran was the cen- 
ter of a vast hegemonic sphere stretching from Egypt to the Indus 
River. The heartland region became the new home of the Indo- 
Iranian Persians who had pushed gradually westward until roughly 
the end of the second millennium. They brought a new cultural 
dynamic to bear upon ancient traditions in the visual arts. The 
Persian empire gives us an opportunity to examine how certain 
animal themes deeply rooted in the very ancient ethos of the land 
were given new life (or, in one case, systematically rejected) by a 
powerful social order with specific political/cultural agendas. Thus, 
our case studies will not only be selected for having some trajectory 
that is distinct from Mesopotamian tradition; they will also be se- 
lected for their service as animal types and themes of representa- 
tion that begin in the pre- or proto-historic period and have inter- 
esting histories of some paradigmatic significance in Iran during the 
Achaemenid empire. The two exceptions to this will be the camel 
and the horse. These animals do not enter the repertoire in pre- 
history; but they were so important to the lifestyle of ancient Iran 
by the historic periods that it would be precious to ignore them. 

The dual strategy of selection outlined here is meant to demon- 
strate within limited space a set of aesthetic and symbolic driving 
forces behind animal representation in ancient Iran — driving forc- 
es that emerge early, gather some particular potency, and ultimate- 
ly then find some demonstrably fresh resonance in the final stage of 
Iranian civilization before the conquest of western Asia by Alexander 
of Macedon. This chronological end point for our survey is in many 
ways artificial in terms of the artistic record in Iran, as scholarship 
both art historical and textual has shown (Root 1994; Dalley, 1998; 
Wiesehofer 1996). It is maintained here for practical reasons. In a 
different situation the study could, however, legitimately span all of 
antiquity to the Islamic conquests of the seventh century a.d. and 
from there offer salient perspectives on continuities of certain fea- 
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tures of animal representations in the courtly and folk arts of medi- 
eval, early modern, and modern Iran. 

I will focus on mammals, with the exception of the snake, whose 
story is simply too intriguing to dismiss. The subject of birds offers 
material of symbolic importance that we can only touch upon in 
passing here but which could form the basis of a parallel analysis. 
Generally, representations of birds, fish, reptiles, and insects seem 
closely related to Mesopotamian traditions, with some twists of 
meaning and relative quantitative prevalence. The cock and the 
honeybee are two interesting exceptions that seem to have been 
particularly Iranian (Moorey 1978: 150—51). Finally, I will not at- 
tempt systematically to interpret the menagerie of fantastic hybrid 
animal creatures, which was a major part of the Iranian tradition. 
Rigorous explorations of specific types of composite creatures have 
primarily been tackled to date by specialists focusing on the civili- 
zations of Mesopotamia (e.g., Green 1986, with comprehensive 
references to earlier literature). Such efforts have tended to deal with 
religious/magical meanings as these may be documented through 
artistic representations illustrative of the rich and contemporaneous 
textual documentation available for ancient Mesopotamia. Differ- 
ent approaches will be needed for the Iranian material. To a great 
degree, the analysis here will be embedded in the world of observ- 
able animal life, with the understanding that there is a closely relat- 
ed imaginary realm of composite animal creatures the study of which 
must develop in tandem with efforts to clarify the uses and mean- 
ings of representations of actual animals in the art of ancient Iran. 

I will highlight excavated or at least provenanced and demonstrably 
genuine material. This is a worthwhile challenge. Much of the por- 
table art of ancient Iran has been looted from sites and dispersed 
on the art market with even the location of the find being intention- 
ally obfuscated. This situation destroys any context that would en- 
able us to move beyond descriptive inventory in order to tackle issues 
of social significance. Furthermore, many categories of Iranian ar- 
tifacts (especially zoomorphic bronzes looted from Luristan in west- 
ern Iran) have become favorite subjects in forgers' studios (Musca- 
rella 1977). This means that any attempt to characterize the relative 
prevalence of a particular animal motif using such classes of arti- 
facts uncritically is a meaningless exercise. In order to meet the 
challenge, some of the objects typically illustrated in handbooks as 
reference points for specific concepts will not appear here. In com- 
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pensation, some newly accessible material never before published 
as well as some artifacts that are less commonly treated but extremely 
interesting will come to the fore alongside some classics. Because sites 
in western Iran have been more intensively explored archaeologi- 
cally than those in the east, material presented here will perforce 
reflect that bias. 



THE LAND-ANIMAL-HUMAN CONNECTION 

Iran as its modern borders describe it is a large country of diverse 
climates, terrains, and fauna. It is situated between the temperate 
zone of the Caspian Sea, with lush vegetation and abundant rain- 
fall, and the sub-tropical region of the Persian Gulf. Vast expanses 
of salt desert stretch across the center of the country. High moun- 
tain ranges and steppes create striking contrasts in the landscape, 
while grassy foothills and well-watered and irrigated plains provide 
good grazing and floral abundance in season. The mammals native 
to Iran are many and extremely varied (Harrington 1977). They were 
much more abundant and varied in the past. Some animals of ex- 
traordinary importance in ancient Iranian art, such as the Persian 
lion (Panthera leo persica), were once major features of the faunal record 
there but are now extinct. The last recorded sighting of the lion in 
Iran was in 1942 according to one source (Harrington 1977: 72), 
although there are reports of a dead one seen in 1962. 

Iran was also a land of culturally diverse peoples. We cannot treat 
the study of animals in Iranian art without attention to some of the 
changes in symbolic associations of specific animals due to the im- 
pact of shifting ethnic and religious influences within the Iranian 
region and shifting economic/political relationships involving cul- 
tures further afield. In antiquity, as even to the present day, Iran 
embraced a fluctuating mix of sedentary populations, semi-seden- 
tary/pastoralist populations, and nomadic tribes. The intensity and 
quality of nomadism and its interdependence with settled popula- 
tions was not a fixed situation. It was variable; and its fluctuations 
at certain points may bear upon issues of animal art in ways we have 
yet to understand (as possibly with the camel). The human engage- 
ment with animals (and the larger ecosystems of which they were a 
part) determined the ways in which artistic traditions resonated with 
them. Thus it is important to acknowledge the range of human 
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communities in this milieu, with their fluid admixtures of popula- 
tion groups many of which remained closely tied economically and 
symbolically to the habits and demands of the animal world (Zeder 
1991). 

Animals appear already in the earliest representational modes of 
pre- and proto-historical settings in several capacities: 

1 . As vehicles for experimentation with abstraction and decorative 
compositional dynamic. 

2. As figures in cosmic contests and "performances." 

3. As figures/symbols in emblematic or narrative portrayals of hu- 
man experience. 

4. As figures/symbols in emblematic or narrative portrayals of the 
animal world. 

5. As players in specific rituals of human society. 

6. As signifiers of specific political/social ideas of human society. 
These categories are by no means mutually exclusive. They work 

together diachronically as well as synchronically to offer a set of 
guideposts for our investigation. 



SNAKES 

In late pre-historic times (around the mid-fifth millennium and some- 
what later), representations of animals are particularly noteworthy 
on stamp seals and painted pottery. Serpent imagery is prominent, 
for instance, at Susa in the southwest and Tepe Giyan in the north- 
west. ' 

Pre-historic seals frequently show the snake either as an isolated 
figure or an entwined pair writhing in the design-field (fig. 5.1a), as 



1 Susa has been excavated almost continuously since the late nineteenth cen- 
tury of our era. Although the early work left much to be desired in terms of field 
strategy and recording, the site is of critical importance (viz., citations under Andre- 
Salvini 1992; Aruz, Hole, and Tallon 1992; Amiet 1972; 1980a). Subject to clan- 
destine pilfering already for many years, Tepe Giyan was initially investigated by 
Ernst Herzfeld, a pioneering Orientalist and archaeologist of the early twentieth 
century. He collected a large group of stamp seals there, which he presented in 
seminal iconographical discussions of the pre-historic stamp seals of Iran (Herzfeld 
1933; 1941: 11-75). Unfortunately he did not also publish an account of the ar- 
chaeological contexts whence he retrieved the artifacts. Be that as it may, the seals 
were definitely collected at that site. The Tepe Giyan seals illustrated here all derive 
from the segment of Herzfeld's collection that is now housed in the Kelsey Mu- 
seum of Archaeology, University of Michigan (Root 2000). 
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Fig. 5.1. Drawings of modern impressions of stamp seals from Tepe Giyan: 

a) Kelsey Museum 91.3.99; b) Kelsey Museum 91.3.8; c) Kelsey Museum 

91.3.158; d) Kelsey Museum 91.3.104; e) Kelsey Museum 91.3.95. Scale 1:1. 

one figure in an animal grouping (fig. 5.1b, c), or as part of a com- 
position in which a "hero" figure grasps or masters it (fig. 5. Id; see 
also Amiet 1 980a: passim, for easily accessible drawings of many of 
these seal types). Much less common is the motif of a snake devour- 
ing human or animal prey; but when this theme does occur, it is 
rendered with gusto. A fragmentary seal from Tepe Giyan preserves 
part of such a scene, apparently involving two great scalely serpents 
(fig. 5.1e). A similarly (indeed disconcertingly) robust pair appears 
on a contemporary seal from Tepe Gawra in Mesopotamia. Here 
the intertwined creatures are poised to strike a rather desperate 
looking human figure (Amiet 1980a: pi. 2, no. 46; Caldwell 1976 
on interconnections of Gawra and Giyan glyptic). Seals were used 
to impress images on clay for the labeling, locking, and accounting 
activities of an increasingly complex society. Efforts to understand 
how specific types of imagery on specific types of seals may have 
related to the administrative activities for which they were deployed 
is only now emerging. Clearly there were systems of message-con- 
veyance and codes of allusion involved that, when more fully ap- 
preciated, will even increase the significance of these early glyptic 
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Fig. 5.2. Drawings of Beakers from Susa: a) Louvre Sb 3168. H. 30 cm. After Herzfeld 
(1941: fig. 109);" b) Louvre Sb 3174. H. 28.9 cm. After Herzfeld (1941: fig. 86). 



representations of animals (Rothman 1 994 for interpretive analysis 
of seals bearing animal images as administrative tools via excavated 
seal impressions from Gawra; Ferioli et al. 1994 more broadly). 

The dynamically writhing snake appears also on a remarkable thin- 
walled clay beaker from Susa (fig. 5.2a), which is one of several 
similarly decorated prestige or dedicatory pots associated with burials 
at this site (Hole 1992: 34-35, no. 3). Here, two snakes flank a stepped 
structure. Displayed in vivid side-winding locomotion, with small dots 
running up each side along their entire length (as if to reinforce the 
sense of movement) and with diamond-shaped heads poised for 
action, they command the convex surface of the vessel in a dramat- 
ic composition. This presentation defies the highly structured rep- 
resentational codes within which depictions of other animals are 
portrayed on pre-historic painted wares from the same cemetery (fig. 
5.2b). Indeed it conveys a quasi-narrative aspect, as if depicting two 
male snakes rearing up for imminent mating-season battle (a com- 
mon activity among vipers). 
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Based on their rendered attributes, these snakes have plausibly been 
identified as saw-scaled vipers native to the region — a species noted 
for its mode of maneuvering, its rasping sound produced as a de- 
fensive strategy, and its particularly toxic venom. The snake was 
certainly a symbol of lurking dangers. Perhaps the avidity with which 
these beings were depicted in early representational art was intend- 
ed not merely to describe the danger but also in a sense to co-opt 
it. In addition to the literal association with toxic venom and its 
deadly effects, the snake was also a symbol more generally of chthonic 
forces — primal energies and resources emanating from the earth. In 
this capacity it surely had associations with the savagery of earth- 
quakes unleashed from the depths in this part of the world. It may 
also have been associated already at this time with notions of the 
underworld (Van Buren 1934). Certainly by the time we can work 
with texts in association with snake imagery, there are hints in Ira- 
nian sources of royal invocations to a god directly associated with 
the snake and snake imagery who was protector of the earth; a god 
of subterranean waters and simultaneously the master of the earth 
(e.g., Miroschedji 1 98 1 ; Malbran-Labat 1995: 59-61, 184, 190-192). 
The patron king himself, invoking the blessings of the snake god, 
acquired the patina of these same authorities in political as well as 
spiritual terms. 

The paradoxical pairing of sinister with beneficent associations of 
a natural phenomenon is common in nature itself and in the belief 
systems humans develop about such a duality. In this aspect the snake 
is a significant paradigm for a feature of ambiguity latent in many 
uses of animal imagery in ancient Iran (Koch 1995: 1963). On the 
positive side of its ledger in nature, the snake was helpful to the farmer 
as a consumer of rodents and a tiller of the soil. In ancient Iran it 
had close symbolic associations with water and fire — both crucial 
commodities. 

Although the snake also appears in Mesopotamian art, where it 
develops a symbolic relationship particularly to the god Ningishzi- 
da, serpent imagery becomes uniquely powerful in the art of Elam. 
The land and culture of Elam centered in southwestern Iran and 
encompassed the site of Susa as well as, e.g., another major urban 
site called Tepe Malyan (ancient Anshan). Valences of meaning ap- 
parent already in late pre-historic Iranian art become crystallized 
into an elaborate program of symbolism relating to the snake. In- 
deed, in the Elamite pantheon the divine essences and deities relat- 
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ing to the snake (especially the gods Inshushinak and Napirisha, the 
Great God) seem to demand symbolic portrayal in a complex ref- 
erential system of attributes (Aruz 1992: 117-18). Although one 
notable form is also familiar from the greater Mesopotamian tradi- 
tion (the throne seat in the form of a coiled snake), the program- 
matic insistence upon snake imagery is very distinctive. Furthermore, 
the serpent throne motif seems actually to have developed in Elam 
and thence to have been appropriated in neighboring Mesopotamia 
(Miroschedji 1981; Negahban 1991: 79). 

The snake figured in a great array of Elamite artifacts down 
through the second millennium, ranging from elaborations on the 
early themes of snakes and animals on seals (Amiet 1980a: pi. 35, 
no. 548) to three-dimensional snakes of bronze deposited as ritual 
offerings (Amiet 1966: 384). It acquired a codified place in the ico- 
nography, where an important deity (or deities) associated with water 
and snakes held sway from a throne in the form of a coiled snake 
and frequently was depicted grasping snakes (or having snakes as- 
sociated with part of the body) in a manner that expressed symbi- 
osis of identities (a form of incorporation) rather than simplistic 
domination. Such images appeared on large stone cult images in the 
round (Amiet 1966: 379, 381, 382), monumental free-standing re- 
liefs (Amiet 1966: 374-77; Aruz 1992: 127-31), and rock reliefs set 
in special places of worship in the countryside (Amiet 1966: 386- 
87 and 560-63). In some monuments, a formal conflation is expressed 
between writhing snake and flowing streams of waters. A bronze foun- 
tain-altar is more direct in its statement of cultic link; it depicts 
sculptured divinities holding vessels that would have overflowed with 
water while sculptured snakes stretch out, framed by the vessel-hold- 
ers, so that they would have looked to be slithering in the actual 
running stream (Amiet 1966: 383). 

One group of seals of the early second millennium depicts a rul- 
er in the act of investing authority in a petitioning functionary by 
transferring to him an axe that is in the form of a serpent (the side- 
winding horned snake, Cerastes cornutus), who appears to be devour- 
ing the blade (Amiet 1972: 210 and pi. 156, no. 1677; Aruz 1992: 
106—7, fig. 34). Actual axes of this type are also documented from 
Iran (Amiet 1966: 407). The portrayals on seals enable us to under- 
stand that these snake axes held special significance within the hi- 
erarchy of Elam at this time. Evidence for Elamite art in the first 
millennium is meager generally due to political vicissitudes. Mate- 
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rial that emerges from outlying areas under the cultural influence 
of Elam suggests that the snake cult of Elam remained widespread 
even into areas of the northwest (Calmeyer 1995: 38 and fig. 14). 
The importance of the snake has recently been noted as a striking 
feature of Elamite civilization (Spycket 1995: 28-29). 

The dominance of snake imagery in the cult life of ancient Elam 
raises an interesting issue. By the close of the second millennium, 
the Indo-Iranian Persians had reached what is now southwestern Iran 
and had established themselves in Elamite territory. Through pro- 
cesses of gradual assimilation and also self-conscious official appro- 
priation, the Persians maintained and reworked numerous features 
of Elamite civilization (Potts 1999: 309—52). Strikingly, however, the 
symbolism of the snake in the visual arts seems neither to have been 
maintained during the Achaemenid empire in an unbroken conti- 
nuity perpetuated by local individuals who remained faithful to 
Elamite chthonic cult, nor to have been revived by the Achaemenid 
kings as part of their program of systematic allusion to important 
religious and courtly imagery of the lands and kingdoms from which 
they created their universal hegemony (Root 1979: passim). The 
dearth of evidence suggesting either seamless perpetuation of the old 
chthonic imagery or conscious politically-inspired revival of it is 
particularly noteworthy since Elamite groups remained a strong 
segment of society in the southwestern Iranian home-base of the 
Achaemenid empire. 

We are fortunate to have access to many insights about the peo- 
ple at work in and traveling through Persia (and the imagery they 
chose to identify with through their seals). A large archive of admin- 
istrative documents, the Persepolis Fortification tablets, was exca- 
vated at the heartland capital of the Achaemenid empire and dates 
between 509 and 494 in the reign of Darius the Great (Hallock 1969; 
Garrison and Root 1996; 2000; in press a and b). These documents 
bear the impressions of seals belonging to individuals of varying status 
and ethnic identification. From a sample of approximately 1,170 dis- 
crete seals used multiply on 2,087 tablets (written in Elamite in cu- 
neiform script) we can attest that Elamite personnel were serving in 
many capacities at this time (Koch 1977; 1991). But the ancient 
Elamite traditions of snake imagery are almost totally missing from 
this rich databank. Not even Elamite religious personnel are using 
seals with symbolic reference to the snake. Only one seal retrieved 
through impressions on the tablets suggests a link to Elamite tradi- 
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tion in this regard: PFS (Persepolis Fortification Seal) 418, which is 
used on Fortification tablet 1 10 (Garrison and Root 2000: Cat. No. 
201; Hallock 1969: 107 for the text). This cylinder seal was not used 
by an identifiably Elamite individual; but it portrays a hero grasp- 
ing two rearing snakes in a little-documented style apparently asso- 
ciated with Susa of immediately pre-Achaemenid Persian times. It 
compares well to an actual cylinder seal from Susa that has been so 
dated (Amiet 1972: 283, pi. 188, no. 2197). The only other seal doc- 
umented through impressions on the Persepolis Fortification tablets 
in the Garrison and Root research corpus that deploys an incon- 
trovertible allusion to the snake is a radically archaizing cylinder 
(Garrison and Root 2000: PFS 152 [Gat. No. 295]). This seal dis- 
plays a self-conscious revival (a veritable spoof) of a third millenni- 
um Mesopotamian frontal hero figure with snakes draped over his 
bent arms. It is one of many examples in the Persepolis archive that 
demonstrate the great range of consciously reinvented archaic im- 
ages at the disposal of seal carvers and their patrons during the 
Achaemenid empire. But it invokes a Mesopotamian stream of ico- 
nography, not the Elamite chthonic symbolism of deep cultic nu- 
ance associated with the snake. The difference would have been well- 
understood. 

In sum, out of a wide-ranging corpus of ca. 1,170 distinct seals 
applied to documents in the Elamite language, some of which even 
relate to Elamite personnel and cult activities, only one seal invokes 
Elamite serpent imagery. The evidence suggests deliberate avoid- 
ance of this particular animal theme within the social milieu of the 
Persian court at Persepolis. From the Achaemenid royal site of Pasar- 
gadae in southwestern Iran, two silver bracelets terminating in snake 
heads have been excavated (Stronach 1978: 178, 210—1 1). This find 
might seem to create a problem for the theory of calculated avoid- 
ance of the snake image in heartland Iran under the Achaemenids. 
The context of these bracelets is, however, definitively dated to about 
280 b.c, long after the end of the Achaemenid empire. Furthermore, 
the plain forms bear no sign of relating to Achaemenid technical and 
stylistic prototypes in precious jewelry. There seems to be no evi- 
dence for a tradition of snake-ornamented jewelry in Iran of the 
Achaemenid period. 

What might be the cause of the virtual disappearance of the snake 
in heartland Persian art during the Achaemenid period? Although 
the Achaemenid Persians were known for their tolerance of differ- 
ent religious groups harbored within their multicultural hegemony, 
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it is possible that the snake was too potent a symbol of indigenous 
cult to have been encouraged to persist or to find new expressive 
modes in the service of the official imperial program of the Persian 
kings. The Achaemenid kings were early Zoroastrians in some sense 
perhaps best characterized as practicing "Mazdaism," the worship 
of the god Ahuramazda according to doctrines and liturgies not yet 
well understood by us (Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1995: 1041-42). Their 
primary god was Ahuramazda, a deity of light and truth. Reverence 
for light, fire, earth, and water were important features of developed 
Zoroastrian belief system and were certainly shared by the Achae- 
menids (Boyce 1992). According to the teachings of the Avesta, the 
snake was an incarnation of evil and was to be killed (Busch 1985: 
e.g. 73, 86, 391). Although it is not clear the extent to which the 
Achaemenid Persians adhered to these teachings as doctrines, it seems 
plausible that certain chthonic connotations of the snakes of Elam 
were anathema to the Achaemenids because they perhaps suggest- 
ed to these Indo-Iranian people the forces of darkness, evil, and con- 
tamination of water and earth (see, e.g., Choksy 1989: 10-16). Per- 
haps also the old chthonic religion was simply too close to home to 
be encouraged by the new political order. The ancient indigenous 
religion, with its insistence on the snake symbolism that was so 
important to the worship of Napirisha and Inshushinak, may have 
posed a particular threat to the establishment of Mazdaism as a court 
cult in southwestern Iran. 2 

The story of the snake is unusual because it is the one place where 
we demonstrate a radical discontinuity in Iran with more ancient 
traditions of animal representation. Paradoxically, the virtual absence 
of the snake in the art of Achaemenid Iran suggests the extraordi- 
nary power of its meaning. 



ANIMALS PLAYING HUMANS 

A special theme introduced in proto-historic Elamite art is the de- 
piction of animals in the roles of humans. In all cases, these are 
representations of fully animal forms, not humans wearing animal 
masks or even full skins. A cylinder seal impression applied onto a 



2 Compare Koch (1995; 1963) for a different explanation for the demise of 
Inshushinak under the Achaemenids. 
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clay administrative document with a proto-Elamite inscription pre- 
serves a two-part image: a massive bull standing upright, with head 
and horns frontal, masters two sejant lions; while adjacent, the roles 
are reversed and a great lion standing upright masters two clearly 
subdued bulls. Additional examples depict animals as atlas figures 
supporting mountain emblems, as musicians, boaters, archers, and 
banqueters (Rutten 1938). In some instances these scenes seem frankly 
humorous (very much like similar portrayals in Egyptian art). In other 
cases they seem deeply imbued with spiritual force. There is room 
here for multiple valences of meaning. 

What is particularly remarkable is that the classic style of Elam- 
ite glyptic art at this time devotes great attention to narrative con- 
texts of representational imagery — but the human activity is almost 
always enacted by animals. These scenes seem to have developed 
during the proto-historic period in Elam. Only subsequently and to 
a far lesser extent do they appear in Mesopotamia. When this im- 
agery does appear in Mesopotamia it may reflect a conscious allu- 
sion to the Elamites made on items of royal prestige specifically to 
suggest Mesopotamian dominance (Pittman 1997: 139). This scenario 
would reinforce the idea that the theme of animals performing the 
roles of humans in the visual arts was viewed as a quintessentially 
Elamite phenomenon in the greater Mesopotamian sphere. 

One cylinder seal from Susa of the neo-Elamite period (in the early 
first millennium) depicts animal musicians and documents the main- 
tenance of the theme in a quiet way within Elamite culture (Amiet 
1966: 544). The material record of first millennium Elam is very 
poorly preserved compared to that of the third and second millen- 
nia. Assyrian annals describing the sack of Susa in the seventh cen- 
tury suggest that the problem lies in the retrieval rather than in a 
poverty of original situation. This lone seal may thus be an isolated 
vestige of a more pervasive revival or continuity of the proto-his- 
toric phenomenon. 

During the reign of Darius I in the Achaemenid empire, a cylin- 
der seal is in use on the Persepolis Fortification tablets by an im- 
portant administrator at the court. This seal dramatically echoes the 
proto-Elamite imagery of massive leonine figures acting out the roles 
of humans in scenes of apparent cosmic nuance. Here, it is a winged 
bull creature who stands fully erect, human-style, grasping two 
winged creatures with its human hands (fig. 5.3a; Garrison and Root 
2000: PFS 1* [Cat. No. 182]). There are other seals in the corpus 
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Fig. 5.3. Composite drawings at ca. 2:1 of seals used on Persepolis Fortification 
tablets: a) PFS 1*; b) PFS 35*; c) PFS 83*. Scale bar indicates 1 cm. 
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that are reminiscent of the more humorous-seeming archaic exam- 
ples. One shows an usher leading an erect and walking human- 
headed winged lion by the paw, while an erect ibex brings up the 
rear in a light-hearted gait (Garrison and Root in press a: PFS 46). 
This seal seems to be a parody of the solemn tribute procession reliefs 
decorating the Apadana audience hall at Persepolis, where the head 
of each foreign delegation is led by the hand toward the king, with 
others in the envoy following behind (Root 1979: 227-84, for the 
serious side of the Apadana imagery). These uses of animal motifs 
illustrate again the capacity in Iran for remotely ancient forms and 
symbols to emerge anew either through maintenance at a low level 
in the active repertoire or through conscious revival. They also 
indicate that animal imagery had an important social function as a 
parodic outlet. 



SNAKES (AGAIN) AND HEROIC MASTERY 

The pre-historic representations on stamp seals of heroic control of 
the snake initiate a long tradition in Iran (and adjacent Mesopota- 
mia), a tradition in which a range of animals and fantastic creatures 
could perform as the controlled beings. The hero motif displays the 
subduing, harnessing, or incorporation of potentially threatening 
natural forces or of natural forces that must be controlled in order 
to serve the interests of human society. During the Achaemenid em- 
pire the theme of heroic encounter enjoys a remarkable revival in 
glyptic art, although avoiding the snake, as we have noted. In 
monumental sculpture heroes appear on the doorjambs of palaces 
at Persepolis stabbing a rearing lion, bull or fantastic creature as if 
to protect an inner chamber of the building from the approach of 
an invasive force (Root 1979: 300-308; Schmidt 1953: pis. 114-17). 
These representations are metaphorical and multivalent (see Garri- 
son and Root 2000: Introduction). The lion and the bull, for instance, 
enjoyed a complex set of associations for the Achaemenid rulers. An 
animal like the bull could be stabbed on a doorjamb and reappear 
as a helpful essence in another architectural context within the same 
program (see below). In the art of seals, these heroic encounters of 
the Achaemenid period were not only layered with symbolic mes- 
sages, they were also an important vehicle for experimentation in 
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craft workshops with animal forms and their fanciful decorative po- 
tentials. 

The fact that the heroic control of snakes seems to be the most 
prevalent form of heroic encounter in pre-historic Iran is particu- 
larly intriguing because many (but not all) of these early snake-tam- 
ers are themselves depicted as part man and part wild goat, or ibex 
(Barnett 1966). They portray the hero as either an imaginary hy- 
brid creature or a human figure wearing some sort of ritual gear 
including an ibex headdress with distinctive horns (fig. 5. Id). The 
ibex secretes a substance in its stomach that serves as an antidote 
to certain poisons. While it is not known how early an awareness of 
this existed, a name for the animal in Persian, pad-zahr, means es- 
sentially "counter-poison." In medieval and early modern times, the 
ibex was systematically utilized (to the point of near extinction in 
some areas) for production of antidotes (Porada 1990: 71-74). Pos- 
sibly a primitive knowledge of its special properties caused a specif- 
ically ibex-headed "hero" to be deployed in art (and perhaps, with 
aid of a mask, in actualized rituals) as a symbol of control of the 
poisonous viper. According to one interpretation, seals with this motif 
were probably not used as actual administrative tools, but were 
reserved solely for use as amulets literally to ward off snakes (Pora- 
da 1995: 40-42). This suggestion seems unlikely in view of the fact 
that seal impressions bearing the imagery have been excavated at 
Susa. An alternative hypothesis proposes that such seals may have 
been used as the insignias of particularly powerful figures in the 
redistributive economies of their locales of origin — with the repre- 
sentation taking on a metaphorical valence (Wiggerman 1995: 87- 
90). 



MORE ON THE IBEX AND ASSOCIATED ANIMALS 

By either of the above interpretations, these early hero creatures with 
ibex attributes (often called shamans in the literature) suggest a deeply 
engrained notion of union between humankind and this particular 
horned animal. The ibex-horned heroes on these seals are most 
interesting in view of the fact that the ibex-as-animal was one of the 
most frequently occurring subjects of animal art in Iran beginning 
in the pre-historic era. The adult male of the species has distinctive 
long horns that grow in ringed annual increments and sweep back 
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from the face in a wide and breathtakingly graceful arc. Pre-histor- 
ic Iranian pot painters sometimes reduced the entire animal to a 
pattern of horns swirling around the vessel. The ibex inhabited rocky 
mountains and was ubiquitous wherever this terrain occurred — from 
lofty snow-covered peaks to foothills, forests, and desert regions. Its 
adaptability to variant climate and foraging opportunities made it a 
shared aspect of the visible world across the entire Iranian landscape. 

Representations of the ibex in the late pre-historic art of Iran 
display a love of pattern and a fascination with abstractions of acutely 
observed natural forms. A beaker from the Susa cemetery, dating 
to about 4000 B.C., exemplifies the phenomenon. It is the most 
beautiful example of a class of similarly decorated cups (Hole 1992: 
32-33; Bagherzadeh et al. 1981: pi. 67). The composition of the ibex 
with its horns arcing around an emblem was echoed in medieval 
Iranian painted pottery, so much did it captivate the artistic imag- 
ination (e.g., Bagherzadeh et al, 1981: color pi. 21). On the Susa 
beaker now in the Louvre, the main body of the vessel is marked 
off into two vertical panels. Each displays a schematically rendered 
male ibex whose exaggerated horns create an almost full circle 
enclosing a circular geometric emblem reminiscent of a contempo- 
raneous geometric stamp seal device (fig. 5.2b). A calligraphically 
executed file of long-necked water-birds encircle the top of the ves- 
sel in a tall band; and a ring of elongated salukis (a breed of hunt- 
ing dogs) crouch, poised to spring forward in the opposite direction, 
thus creating a vivid sense of imminent action. 

The program of representation on this beaker uses animals to 
describe the diverse landscape in the region of Susa. The water-birds 
allude to marshland; the salukis to the lowlands; and the ibexes, as 
we have already mentioned, refer to the highlands. 

Along with the ibex and closely associated with it in pre-historic 
art are various birds (including some with wide outspread wings, 
probably eagles or vultures), "comb-animals," which must be domes- 
ticated sheep rendered with a long comb-like fur fringe and a head 
at each end, boar, turtles, and scorpions (Hole 1992: 32—41). Do- 
mestication of sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs for their produce val- 
ues had been an ongoing process for millennia by the time of these 
representations (Zeder 1991; Maisels 1993). Furthermore, the very 
nature of the artworks themselves betrays an increasingly complex 
social environment suggesting craft specialization and investment in 
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aesthetically refined production (the painted pottery particularly) and 
a highly differentiated administrative apparatus (the seals). It is thus 
of great interest that the repertoire of animal representations at this 
time seems fairly limited compared to the spectrum of animal life 
we know (from studies of faunal remains in excavations) to have ex- 
isted at analogous sites in Iran and neighboring Iraq. 

Although a fairly small number of different types of animals tend 
to be used relative to the plethora of species evidenced through the 
faunal record, they occur in a rich variety of attitudes, compositions, 
and combinations. On the circular face of numerous stamp seals the 
particularities of this design field are exploited for compositions in 
which two quadrupeds (often of indeterminate species) are disposed 
tete-beche (stacked one atop the other and head to rump). Multiple 
quadrupeds are sometimes disposed in a ring around the circular 
field. There are occasional examples of crossed or intertwined an- 
imals; and examples of clever dispositions of a one-bodied quadru- 
ped with two heads coming off either end to create (along with the 
legs) a torque-like pattern. These types of compositions exploiting 
the circular medallion are prototypes for later formations that be- 
come staples of the decorative repertoire of Iranian animal art across 
the millennia. 

Compositions on square and rectangular seal faces as well as on 
some pots introduce the heraldic composition of two animals pre- 
sented face to face in a formal mode. The ibex has remained a fa- 
vorite subject for this theme down through all of antiquity and into 
the decorative folk art of modern Iran. 

The frequent depiction of sheep (the "comb-animals") and ibex 
in carefully paneled or at least tightly contained compositions on the 
painted pottery may encode a concept of domestication. Sheep and 
goats were critical mammal resources since they served multiple 
purposes (e.g., they yielded the all-important wool as well as milk 
and meat). An interesting rectangular-faced seal from Tepe Giyan 
shows a row of four ibexes as if behind a gate or fence, with only 
their necks and heads visible above the structure (Herzfeld 1941: 69 
and fig. 130). This can only be interpreted as a fully explicit refer- 
encing of human's harnessing of animals to a controlled productive 
economy. 

The ibex is an excellent link between art of the pre-historic and 
phases the proto-historic phase of incipient and early literate civili- 
zation in Iran. Here again, the site of Susa offers rich material for 
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analysis. This phase in the material record (in the final centuries of 
the fourth millennium) is noteworthy for the development of the 
cylinder seal, which takes on an extraordinary range of imagery. One 
masterful example from Susa displays two ibexes posed heraldically 
before a tree set atop a mountain indicated by a scale-covered mound 
(Pittman 1992: 68-77, esp. 74, no. 45). In the terminal field of the 
design, floral elements again atop a stylized mountain are enhanced 
by two horned animals (apparently gazelles) floating above the major 
(ibex) figures. These secondary horned animals appear to be engaged 
in a horn-butting contest. This seal exemplifies multiple aspects of 
a departure in artistic approach to the representation of animals from 
what we saw in pre-historic times. The formal abstractions of pre- 
historic art (so appealing to late twentieth century sensibilities) have 
given way to more robustly determined, muscular figures that stress 
a sense of mass more than line. There is a tendency toward more 
naturalistic treatment of the animals' movements and relation to 
features of landscape. 

Later, in Elamite art of the third and second millennia, we find 
the ibex as a sacred offering. Cylinder seals display a pious petitioner 
coming before a seated deity holding a tiny ibex (Amiet 1972: pi. 
157, nos. 1678 and 1684) and precious metal votive statues of (roy- 
al?) worshipers holding the ibex have been discovered as well (Ami- 
et 1966: 418-21; Tallon 1992: 145-48). An early second millenni- 
um Mesopotamian text records a goat (ibex) statue brought as tribute 
from Anshan in Elam. Dating to the end of the same millennium, 
a stone sculpture in the round presenting the head and neck of an 
ibex (apparently the terminal of an instrument or furnishing of some 
sort) gives a good feeling of what such statues must have looked like 
(Amiet 1966: 434). The horns and ears, now missing, would have 
been attached separately with dowels inserted into the still visible 
holes in the head. The carving is a beautiful blend of softly mod- 
eled passages and sharp, sure-lined ribbing around the eye. We will 
see this same type of congruence of forms in the animal sculptures 
of the Achaemenid Persian court at Persepolis. 

At approximately the same era as this ibex head from Elam, a 
different stylistic tradition of animal representation existed at the 
northern site of Marlik near the Caspian Sea. Here, earthenware 
vessels in plain-surfaced, abstract animal shapes including the ibex 
as well as the more prevalent humped bull display a sculptural 
concept that revels in a sense of volume, where the animal form has 
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been reduced down to its most essential set of masses (e.g., Bagh- 
erzadeh et al. 1981: fig. 51). The reduction had a special meaning. 
It has nothing to do with a lesser capacity to render observed na- 
ture in the "provincial" north. Indeed, Marlik culture and the tra- 
ditions of the larger arena along the Caspian offer startling evidence 
of artistic resonances at various times and in various types of artis- 
tic product with Elam, with Assyria in northern Mesopotamia, and 
also with cultures of the neighboring Caucasus (Calmeyer 1995; 
Negahban 1983). Rather than see these zoomorphic vessels as prim- 
itive folk art in a derogatory sense, we might consider that they 
focused attention on the interiority of the beast — on the animal's 
being rather than its compellingly beautiful surface attributes. As 
Arthur Upham Pope explained the use of zoomorphic vessels of 
ancient and medieval Iran, they originated in the notion that "liq- 
uid imbibed from a vessel resembling one of the more vital animals 
would magically convey something of that animal's own vitality" 
(1945: 64). Such vessels remained a major feature of Iranian tradi- 
tion, as manifested in the development of the animal "rhyton" — a 
zoomorphic beaker exploiting the curved shape of a horn (see be- 
low on the horse). 

The multiplicity of animal styles across the varied social and 
geographical landscape (as this is exemplified in the comparison be- 
tween northern and southern phenomena at the close of the second 
millennium) reinforces the sense that animals were tremendously 
important to the aesthetic of all of ancient Iran. This multiplicity 
makes animal representations an ideal window through which we 
may observe nuances of variation in a broader sense within this highly 
differentiated environment. 

Ancient Iran was replete with artifacts that incorporated animal 
representations as essential functional features of vessels, jewelry, and 
implements. Abundant evidence exists of stone and metal vessels 
either in the form of animals or with supporting members that took 
the form of animals (or parts of animals). This tradition had a last- 
ing impact on the plastic luxury arts of the land. A three-legged 
shallow dish of bitumen with shell and precious inlays exemplifies 
an early version. Dating to the early second millennium and exca- 
vated from a tomb at Susa, the supporting legs terminate in outward 
curving sculptures of the ibex (Amiet 1966: 252 and 280-81, 282 
for a less refined example of the same type). This artifact brilliantly 
merges the aesthetic dynamic of the animal form and the functional 
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service it renders to the object. The protome displays the ibex's fore- 
legs tucked under, while his body sweeps upward to terminate in 
rear legs carved onto the surface of the supporting members. 

Related vessel forms deploy animals as decorative handles usual- 
ly arching elegantly from the body to the lip of the vessel. Several 
animals in addition to the ibex are used in this capacity. A notable 
case is the duck, who gracefully forms the handle of a Neo-Elamite 
bowl of clay (Amiet 1966: 493), and the duck or swan whose head 
forms the terminal of an undulating handle of an Achaemenid sil- 
ver spoon excavated at Pasargadae, the first heartland capital of the 
Achaemenid kings in southwestern Iran (Stronach 1978: 203 and pis. 
150-51). From the same site, a silver spoon was found whose han- 
dle is in the shape of a bull's leg complete with fetlock and cloven 
hoof. The bowl of the spoon in outline suggests the upper part of 
the leg as it would join the body at the haunch. And thus in an 
ingenious way the whole implement for the serving or eating of food 
makes an allusion to a food-producing animal (Stronach 1978: 203 
and pi. 152). 

The jewelry of the Achaemenid court also emphasized terminals 
in the form of animal heads and the heads of fantastic creatures. Such 
items are represented as gifts to the king on the stairway reliefs of 
the Apadana at Persepolis, where ram-headed torques (poorly pre- 
served, alas) appear among other examples (fig. 5.4, left). They are 
also known from actual excavated artifacts. A lion-headed type was 
excavated from a tomb at Susa (Tallon 1992: 242-47) and a stun- 
ning pair of gold bracelets from Pasargadae documents ibex-head- 
ed bracelets (Stronach 1978: 200-201 and pis. 146-47). The Susa 
find is comprised of a torque plus two matching bracelets, forming 
a lavish set made of gold with lapis lazuli, turquoise, and mother- 
or-pearl inlays. The Pasargadae bracelets are articulated with elab- 
orate granulation rather than coloristic inlay. From Persepolis we 
have the actual mold for a jewelry finial in the form of a calf (Schmidt 
1957: 79). 

In the monumental art of the Achaemenid kings at Persepolis, the 
ibex does not seem at first contemplation to be a major participant 
in the artistic program in contrast to the bull and the lion, which 
are ubiquitous, as we shall see. But on closer consideration, we find 
that the ibex figures in a very special way here. This animal partic- 
ipates in a somewhat enigmatic relief sequence in which a kid and 
a lamb are shown carried up the stairs leading to several buildings 
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Fig. 5.4. Tribute group from the Apadana at Persepolis showing ram-headed 
torques in hands of figure on left. Photo courtesy of M. C. Root. 



of a relatively private nature (e.g., Schmidt 1953: pis. 85, 155-56, 
and 163-64). These reliefs, which also incorporate people carrying 
covered containers, have generally been thought to represent foods 
brought in preparation for a royal banquet in celebration of the 
Iranian New Year. Occasionally this has been queried in art-historical 
discussion (e.g., Moorey 1978: 221), but the problem has not been 
foregrounded yet in these circles. A recent reinterpretation, which 
focuses on textual clues, suggests that perhaps the little animals and 
other items are, instead, rendered praise-gifts ("tribute" of a sort) 
specifically brought by Persians (rather than by foreign peoples) to 
the king (Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1998). We can add to this discussion 
through more attention to features of the representations of the an- 
imals in the reliefs. The kids and lambs are carried up in an atti- 
tude reminiscent of the early Elamite offering bearers on seals and 
sculptures noted earlier — although at Persepolis the scale of the baby 
animals relative to the humans is more naturalistic. The animals are 
not held like game, as they are on an Assyrian palace relief of Sen- 
nacherib (J.M. Russell 1991: fig. 87). Rather, they are held in a man- 
ner similar to animals in Neo-Assyrian art in contexts of ritual and 
imminent sacrifice, as on reliefs of Sargon II at Khorsabad and on 
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seals that depict some type of imminent sacrifice relating to king- 
ship (van Loon 1986: pi. 60, ill. 7; see also Moorey 1978: 225, n. 

12). 

While the interpretation of these stairway reliefs remains unre- 
solved, there is some validity to the notion that the baby animals 
are shown en route to being sacrificed — whether they are brought for 
that purpose by Persians whose gifts of the animals denote a polit- 
ical as well as a ritual service to the king, or whether they are brought 
by courtly personnel in performance of their designated religious 
duties (which we do not perhaps understand fully). And whether or 
not the rituals involved here culminated in a "feast" on the sacri- 
ficed animals is yet another matter. 

On the jambs of windows inside one of these palaces decorated 
on the exterior with the kid and lamb imagery (the Palace of Xerx- 
es), a figure is shown leading a magnificent mature male ibex into 
a room (Schmidt 1953: pi. 187). In this instance, the scene suggests 
not so much a symbolic attitude as a depiction of a man actually 
herding the ibex in (albeit with great deference). In Zoroastrian cult 
the goat was precious for its milk, which was used in the liturgy at 
least by the time Zoroastrian practices were codified (Kotwal and 
Boyd 1991). This representation, coupled with the exterior scenes 
of sacrificial animals, thus suggests that we are seeing a program- 
matic allusion to preparations for a liturgical function. Obviously 
there is an issue here, nonetheless, since the mature ibex being led 
in through the window is clearly represented as a male with the 
distinctive horns. He should not in nature be a source of milk. It is 
possible, however, that we witness here a kind of symbiosis of male 
and female virtues in the ibex. The male's horns are the aesthetic 
hallmark of the animal, the feature that makes the ibex totally dis- 
tinct from any other creature. Furthermore, there are other cases 
in which the actualities of nature have been re-interpreted to fit the 
aesthetic and ideological needs of the Achaemenid program at Per- 
sepolis (see the "Lion and Bull," below). Whatever the precise nu- 
ances of the ibex are on these reliefs, they reinforce the fact that the 
ibex remained a potent symbol in Iran down into the courtly arts 
and ceremonies of the Achaemenid kings. 

Fragmentary life-sized, free-standing stone statues of ibexes also 
existed on the Persepolis citadel (Schmidt 1957: 70 and pi. 36; dis- 
cussed also by Kawami 1986). These perpetuate the tradition of such 
statues already documented for the earlier Elamite court. Seen in 
conjunction with features discussed above, it seems inescapable that 
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new symbolic overlays were added to these free-standing images by 
virtue of the impact of Zoroastrian belief under the Achaemenids. 
On the Fortification tablets there are many seals that indicate pro- 
found meanings associated with the ibex, at least among a signifi- 
cant number of individuals owning distinctive seals. In one partic- 
ularly interesting example, for instance, an ibex crouches under a 
winged symbol of Ahuramazda while two great lions stand by to 
either side. The entire vignette suggests that the ibex was found under 
the protectively hovering divine emblem (Garrison and Root in 
press b: PFS 1 190). Another seal suggesting the important meaning 
attached to the ibex among some members of the Persepolis court 
shows an archer shooting arrows at a lion who is mauling an ibex 
(fig. 5.3b; Garrison and Root in press a: PFS 35*). An unusual fea- 
ture here is the dramatic expressiveness of the ibex. He is backed 
up against the inscription panel of the seal, sinking toward death as 
his body slides down under the lion. Numerous other seals in the 
Fortification corpus display the ibex in beautiful stamp seal studies 
that perpetuate time-honored visual traditions in Iran: e.g., heral- 
dic ibexes before a sacred tree (PFS 1 94s and PFS 1313s) and many 
studies of isolated ibex figures in elegant compositions (e.g., PFS 283s, 
PFS 1207s, PFS 1292s, PFS 1512s), all of these seals to appear in 
Garrison and Root in press b). 



BULLS AND COWS 

A small number of late pre-historic seals show a horned quadruped 
(presumably bovine) posed as if nursing her young (fig. 5.5). This 
theme was developed more fully later — specifically in representations 
where the animals are clearly bovine and where it takes on a more 
closely observed relationship to nature. The cow's udder is usually 
shown, and the mother will lower her head and turn it around to 
watch her calf. The motif enjoyed great significance in Mesopota- 
mia and Syria of the early-mid first millennium. Its appearance on 
a metal beaker from Marlik at this time prompts the question of the 
possibility that already in the early first millennium the material 
record is indicating a special reverence for the image borne out of 
the incursion of Indo-Iranian belief filtering into the region (Galmeyer 
1995: 41-42; Negahban 1983). On this particular prestige vessel, a 
frieze of suckling cows moves around the bottom — initiating an entire 
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Fig. 5.5. Drawing of a modern impression of a stamp seal from Tepe Giyan: 
Kelsey Museum 93.1.140. Scale 1:1. 



chronological narrative of the life cycle in the animal world and res- 
onating with a tendency that is prevalent in Zoroastrian thought to 
cast the spiritual experiences of humanity in terms of the natural 
order of animals. The imagery is also documented at the first mil- 
lennium Iranian (Median) site of Nush-ijan (J. Curtis 1995: 23). 

We meet the suckling image again in the last phase of our histor- 
ical survey, at the court of Persepolis. A cylinder seal impressed on 
numerous Fortification tablets attains a version of the age-old suck- 
ling motif that observes the intimacy of the subject in the natural 
world while simultaneously casting it in an extremely elegant mode 
(fig. 5.3c; Garrison and Root in press b: PFS 83*). The cow's udder 
is portrayed with great care and detail (especially so given the minute 
scale of this carving). In lively contrast to this naturalism, the moth- 
er arcs her head over her back to look down at her calf rather than 
swinging her head down and around as is done in nature and on 
earlier prototypes in Near Eastern art. This shift in posture exploits 
the design potentials of the emblem in a new way. Possibly there is 
meaning embedded in this compositional change. It is tempting to 
compare the pose and aura of this cow to that of the bull in the Lion- 
Bull symplegma to be discussed below (fig. 5.6). Here on PFS 83* 
(fig. 5.3c), the cow seems elevated to a special sphere partly by the 
way she holds her body and partly by the wings she has acquired. 
Framing the suckling scene is a winged symbol of Ahuramazda held 
aloft by a winged man-bull. 

Already in pre-historic times the suckling image alluded to the 
important concept of fertility and successful breeding in societies 
dependent upon food production. The motif gained currency in the 
ancient Near East during the first millennium (Moorey 1978: 150— 
51). But the artistry of this seal owned and used at Persepolis by a 
high official of the Persian empire may specifically reflect the fact 
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Fig. 5.6. Lion and Bull symplegma on the Apadana at Persepolis. Photo 
courtesy M. C. Root. 



that bulls were revered in Indo-Iranian tradition as this became crys- 
tallized in the "Mazdaistic'VZoroastrian faith. They were a symbol 
of purity, they were considered the first animals to live on earth, and 
they were key to some of the most important ritual practices (Kawami 
1986: 263; Busch 1985: passim and 100-103; Kotwal and Boyd 1991: 
96). The nurturing of the calf by its mother became, by extension, 
a supremely powerful metaphor for the protection of animals (and 
thence the maintenance of social order) in this environment charged 
with Indo-Iranian ethos. 

Bovines played a relatively minor role quantitatively in the late 
pre-historic artistic repertoire as it is currently known to us. But like 
the sheep and ibex, they are well-documented archaeologically. They 
seem to increase in importance economically, and become an in- 
creasingly important feature of the representational tradition with 
a wide range of thematic and symbolical associations already in the 
proto-historic period. Bitumen vessels from Susa of the early sec- 
ond millennium display the bull protome emerging fully in the round 
in much the same way as other vessels present the ibex or sheep. 
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The pattern of tucked up forelegs is already well-established here 
for bull and ibex protomes. They convey the sense of the animals 
at rest but submitting to the needs of humankind. Simultaneously 
the format saves material in production and minimizes risk of bro- 
ken appendages. 

The concept of the animal protome finds culminating expression 
in ancient Iran in the colossal double animal capitals of Achaemenid 
palaces (Schmidt 1953: 104 and passim). These sculptures in the 
service of architecture formed saddles to support the roof beams of 
soaring many-columned halls. The most prevalent type was the bull 
capital. The form of these figures is a typical Iranian mix of deco- 
rative surface stylization (reminiscent in texture of the densely gran- 
ulated or inlaid theriomorphic finials of fine Achaemenid metal 
jewelry) and sensitive passages of modeled flesh. (These qualities may 
be appreciated from fig. 5.6.) The bull protome capitals had neck- 
laces of rosettes with pendants in the form of an inverted lotus. Their 
ears and horns were doweled in place, so that they could project 
from afar the powerful nature of the beast. 

When we look carefully at the inserted ears, we can appreciate 
the strange and compelling collusion of abstract and naturalistic forms 
that is such a calling card of Iranian animal art (fig. 5.7). The edges 
are delicately ruffled; the backs are sensuously modeled to the point 
that we might expect to touch them and find them warm and soft, 
ready to flicker slightly in response to a fly. The fronts of the ears 
share the same ruffling edge, of course, but here the ruffles transfer 
into crisp ridges inside the ear. These ridges in turn give way to 
stylized tufts of fur. The interior ridges and the tufts of fur are both 
features in nature of the bull's ear. In sculpted form at Persepolis 
they acquire, however, a formal property of abstraction that tran- 
scends the goals of representing a specific animal. The tufts of fur 
are rendered in a tongue pattern that is used all over Persepolis for 
specific purposes relating to flora and fauna. It occurs on certain other 
animals and it is used to signify petals on rosettes and other floral 
elements (including the massive inverted floral column bases that are 
hallmarks of the symbolic landscape of the site). Rosettes literally 
stream over the site, so that the tongue pattern is everywhere — and 
everywhere associated with this symbol of fertility and royalty com- 
bined. Through the use of this formal device, the program of impe- 
rial art at Persepolis fully integrated flora and fauna on a sublimi- 
nal aesthetic level (Root 1990: 125-26). 
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Fig. 5.7. Bull's ear inserts for protome capital at Persepolis. Photo courtesy 
The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. 
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Originally, the bull protomes were also painted, as were other 
sculptures in the Achaemenid palaces — with a palette that included 
red inside the mouths and flaring nostrils. They presented a mixed 
message of harnessed power and latent force — all in the service of 
a program stressing dynastic fertility and economic/imperial stabil- 
ity- 

Already in second millennium Elam, a guardian bull statue in the 
round is documented from the ziggurat precinct at Choga Zanbil 
near Susa (Amiet 1966: 352). This half life-sized animal was made 
of glazed terracotta and stood alert on all fours. It was modeled in 
a rather naturalistic mode, with smooth rather than stylized deco- 
rative surfaces and distinctive protruding hip bones, shoulder hump, 
and folds of skin at the neck. At Persepolis in the late sixth or early 
fifth century, guardian bull sculptures in the round again appear 
(Schmidt 1957: 70 and pi. 37 B-C). Interestingly they are also dis- 
tinctly naturalistic compared to the decoratively stylized bulls asso- 
ciated with architectural elements (as in fig. 5.7). This difference has 
prompted the theory that the bulls must depend upon Greek inspi- 
ration (Kawami 1986). But the chronological priority of the Greek 
comparanda is not at all clear. The capacity of Iranian traditions to 
inform the representation of an animal with naturalistic, tangibly 
lifelike plasticity is demonstrable. It is useful to consider the possi- 
bility that the deployment of naturalistic animal sculptures for free- 
standing elements of the programmatic landscape at Persepolis served 
to mediate between the symbolic formalisms of the official architec- 
ture and the actualization of the environment by living people and 
animals, who came (among other things) to give gifts and to be gifts 
to the king. 

Bulls figure prominently in the imagery of heroic encounter on 
the palaces at Persepolis, where again they share the ornamented 
forms of jewelry and column-capital protomes. Abstractly rendered 
sculpted bull's horns also crowned a parapet along a stretch of the 
western wall of the citadel of Persepolis, visible from the plain be- 
low. These elements, combined with the ubiquitous lion and bull 
symplegma (see below) created a dynamic mix of bull imagery. This 
animal was certainly a symbol of royal power during the Achaemenid 
empire — just as it was in earlier phases of Mesopotamian and Ira- 
nian culture. Bulls were noted for their great strength and their ability 
to be incited to ferocity. At the same time, domesticated cattle formed 
a mainstay of agrarian society and symbolized a range of aspects of 
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fertility, affluence, and peaceful pursuits. The extra overlay of "Maz- 
daistic'VZoroastrian belief in the supreme place of the bull may have 
been at least equally important in the manifestations of this animal 
at Persepolis. 



LION 

The lion, like the bull, had a venerable place in the ancient Near 
East as a symbol of kingship. Undoubtedly this related in part to 
the simple reason that the lion was observable as a powerful and 
beautiful wild animal; a predator with a regal bearing. I have al- 
ready remarked upon the occasional occurrence of the lion as a 
predator in pre-historic glyptic art and the increasing importance 
in the representational tradition by the proto-historic period. Very 
quickly, allusions to the lion became more complex and multivalent. 

In third millennium Elam, several stone lion protomes are docu- 
mented that served as members of divine platforms or thrones (Amiet 
1966: 172: 226-27). A freestanding cult statue of the goddess Na- 
rundi seems to echo the associations with the lion held by the Me- 
sopotamian goddess Inanna/Istar who reigned in the spheres of love, 
fertility, and ultimately warfare as well. Narundi's throne bears six 
lions as well as the rosette symbol (also a symbol of Inanna/Istar in 
Mesopotamia). The two large lions on the back side give the mon- 
ument a specifically Elamite flavor. They are posed as human guard 
figures, invoking the old motif of animals playing human in Elam- 
ite tradition. Another remarkable monument from the same period 
is a votive boulder from Susa. Carved on the top surface of the rock 
is a large serpent coiling around a central hole that once would have 
received a symbolic foundation peg. On the vertical surface, a massive 
raging lion curls around, facing a god who kneels with a founda- 
tion peg, while a female deity brings up the rear. This tremendous- 
ly interesting artifact brings into sharp focus, once again, the spe- 
cifically Elamite chthonic traditions active in this region of Iran and 
encoding a basic repertoire of material culture shared with Meso- 
potamia with a distinctive nuance of animal imagery. The lion as 
well as the serpent were invoked here symbolically to guard the build- 
ing for which this object was a foundation deposit (Andre-Salvini 
1992: 87—91: for recent discussion of both these monuments). 

At the site of Hasanlu in northern Iran on the southern edge of 
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Lake Urmia, a rich assemblage of excavated artifacts emerges from 
the context of a settlement destroyed by violent attack and fire in 
about 800 B.C. Thought-provoking analysis of the personal deploy- 
ment of lion imagery on bronze pins among females at this site has 
suggested the possibility that lion pins were used by women as a 
symbolic mechanism for acquiring and signifying power in an envi- 
ronment of escalating anxiety about vulnerability to military incur- 
sions from without (M. Marcus 1994). While the evidence may be 
open to alternate interpretations, the analysis raises our awareness 
that the richly animal-ornamented jewelry and implements of an- 
cient Iran may at least in certain environments have carried highly 
charged meanings for their users. 

Frozen tombs in Siberia have yielded an array of gold and tex- 
tiles. Among these are lion-head roundels of felt that formed bor- 
ders of wall hangings in the Scythian nomadic style. The felt cut- 
outs relate to closely similar (but unprovenanced) gold examples that 
would have been sewn on garments. Other textiles incorporate a 
border of walking lions. These assemblages date within the Achae- 
menid empire and they reflect awareness of heartland Iranian tra- 
ditions. Indeed, there was a give-and-take between the luxury prod- 
ucts of Achaemenid workshops and the materials produced under 
the patronage of the wealthy nomadic chieftains of the northern 
steppes who did not owe direct political allegiance to the Persian 
king but did interact with his hegemony on many levels (Lerner: 
1991). In this nomadic sphere, elaborately stylized animals reigned 
supreme. The interplay between Scythian stylistic traditions in the 
rendering of animals (observable through actual preserved textiles) 
and Achaemenid sculptures depicting textiles is particularly evident 
in the stylized musculature of the walking lion — where the shoul- 
der is rendered in a distinctive figure-eight pattern (fig. 5.6; Schmidt 
1953: pi. 142). 

At Persepolis itself, the lion (along with the bull and the rosette) 
seems to be everywhere. Lions parade across architectural lintels, 
along borders of royal baldachins represented on the reliefs, and along 
the multiple edges of the royal robes represented on the reliefs (Til- 
ia 1978: 31—69). The lion and the rosette were both symbols inti- 
mately associated with Mesopotamian Inanna/Istar. That they are 
found in such insistent profusion together at Persepolis indicates a 
conscious decision to revitalize this age-old program of fertility 
imagery linked to kingship. It is difficult to say whether the revival 
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in Achaemenid times was via the intermediary of local Elamite rep- 
resentations such as that of Narundi or via Mesopotamian tradition. 

Small-scale freestanding statues of reclining lions with crossed paws 
and head, turned to one side resting on the upper paw, were exca- 
vated at Persepolis (Schmidt 1957: 70 and pi. 36 D-E). These sculp- 
tures have antecedents in late third and early first millennium courtly 
and religious art at Susa (Amiet 1966: 228-29, 366). In the latter 
case the sculpture comes from a royal funerary context. A larger ex- 
ample (one of at least two of its type) probably dates to the eighth 
or seventh centuries. At 1.360 meters long, it is about the same size 
as the Persepolis lion sculptures. With its mate, this Elamite lion 
served as a guardian of a temple (Amiet 1966: 524—25), whereas the 
Persepolis lion sculptures guarded some installation on the Persep- 
olis citadel (their precise location now uncertain). All these Elamite 
renditions are of glazed terracotta; they uniformly look straight ahead 
in a guardian type pose rather than resting the turned head on crossed 
paws. But in Egypt there is a very strong tradition specifically of the 
crossed-paw lion as a regal image. It seems likely, given the impor- 
tance of Egypt and Egyptian kingship to the Persian ruler who now 
controlled this coveted region, that the Persepolis lion sculptures make 
a direct allusion to pharaonic ideology. 

Given the importance of the lion in Achaemenid imagery, it is 
interesting to note that this animal is not a favored beast in Zoro- 
astrian belief. It has been suggested that despite its generally demonic 
associations in Zoroastrian teachings, the pervasive royal significance 
of the lion enabled it to survive and even to thrive within the stric- 
tures of faith (whatever these were precisely) in Achaemenid times 
(Jamzadeh 1991: 36). The lion, like the elephant, was able to move 
from the category of impure animals in a form of theological reprieve 
through which the lion maintained a special place, respected for its 
lack of fear and therefore associated with royalty (Choksy 1989: 15). 

On the Apadana reliefs at Persepolis, men from Elam are shown 
bringing a lioness and two cubs as gifts for the Persian king (Schmidt 
1953: pi. 28). The lioness is portrayed with full pendulous teats. She 
is led on a leash by an envoy who wields a stick. Clearly enraged to 
the point of great ferocity, she turns her snarling face around to 
monitor her two babies in the clutches of the last two ambassadors 
in the parade. Of all the animal gifts in the Apadana procession, 
this is the only set that depicts an emotive narrative. The other sets 
show animals in ceremonial mode as hieratic status symbols. 
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Presumably this lion family is destined for a hunting park of the 
king: a gift for his royal pleasure. In late antique Iran, under the 
Sasanian kings (as also in the west with the Romans), there is evi- 
dence of the practice of lion hunting for sport in which the lioness 
is baited to emerge into the open by means of her cub (Harper and 
Meyers 1981: 76-78, pi. 25). There may, however, be a simultaneous 
deeper political meaning encoded in this gift of the captive "queen" 
of beasts with her babies as brought specifically by the Elamite envoys 
at Persepolis. If so, it would perhaps involve a symbolic expression 
of the Persian king taking over the dynastic prerogatives of the an- 
cient indigenous Elamite kingdom that once reigned in the heart- 
land region of southwestern Iran. 



LION AND BULL 

The pre-historic repertoire lays the groundwork for a long tradition 
in Iran of imagery of one or more lions attacking a bull, goat, deer, 
or other horned animal. This image in variants occurs, for instance, 
on stamp seals from Tepe Giyan late in the pre-historic sequence. 
The lion and the bull as a group become prominent in the proto- 
historic period. The theme in pre- and proto-historic times may relate 
to animal husbandry and the threats posed by predatory wild beasts 
to the social order of domesticated animals and herded flocks. But 
it is important to remember that wild bulls were dangerous beasts 
and not necessarily always conceived of as the victims in these 
emblems. The lion-bull relationship eventually acquired dimensions 
of equipose in ancient Iran. The dynamic of predator-prey cedes to 
one of symbolic collusion. This is nowhere more evident than on 
the lion and bull symplegma emblazoned on the facades of major 
palatial structures at Persepolis (fig. 5.6). Here, a male lion bites the 
rump of a rearing bull whose head turns back gracefully in witness. 
This is not a straightforward depiction of a lion kill. Male lions in 
nature very rarely serve as the hunters; the female does this job. And 
although there are elements of verisimilitude about the way in which 
the lion seems to come around on the bull from the side, the com- 
posite impression conveyed is more reminiscent of leonine mating 
foreplay than the hunting kill. Obviously, once again, we are not 
suggesting a literal depiction of a male lion mating with a male bull. 
We are suggesting a symbolic association. The lion and the bull were 
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the two most powerful and noble of beasts in the Iranian sphere. 
The emblem projects their union in a symbolic landscape of abun- 
dance signifying the combined powers of nature brought together 
by and for the Achaemenid empire. 

The lion and bull image simultaneously relates to the interplay 
of the constellations of Leo and Taurus. Leo overcomes Taurus at 
the vernal equinox; and thus on one level the emblem signifies the 
dawn of the Iranian New Year (Now Ruz) — such an important 
moment in the developed Zoroastrian calendar. Finally, the lion was 
a symbol of the sun and the bull a symbol of the moon. Both sun 
and moon are illuminators of the sky, sources of light. Their union 
of forces is expressed by the animal symplegma on the palace fa- 
cades and also in abstract form by the symbol of a solar disk inscribed 
with a crescent moon that hangs in the sky above the fire altar 
worshiped by each Achaemenid king on his rock-cut tomb relief 
(Schmidt 1957: e.g., pi. 49). In a different form of abstraction, the 
lion and bull motif is echoed at Persepolis on the throne furniture 
of the king (Jamzadeh 1991). On the sculptures, his throne chair has 
lion paw legs; his footstool has bull hoof legs. On some renderings 
of the royal canopy over the king, files of bulls alternate with files 
of lions. 

Although ubiquitous on the palace facades at Persepolis, the image 
of a lion attacking a bull is extremely rare among the seals impressed 
on the Persepolis Fortification tablets. Numerous seals in the research 
corpus display a lion attacking prey in a combative quasi-realistic 
mode. In almost every one of these cases, the prey is a deer — often 
a stag with great branched antlers (e.g., Root 1991: figs. 4, 5; Gar- 
rison and Root in press b: PFS 857s and PFS 142). The distinction 
between these scenes referencing predator-prey relationships in the 
natural world and the lion-bull emblem on palace facades is criti- 
cal. On the basis of the quite extensive visual record from the heart- 
land of the empire that we can now query, it seems that the scenes 
of the lion attacking prey in a composition evoking naturalistic 
combat do not involve the bull. Images of the lion attacking the bull 
seem to be extremely limited beyond their occurrence in sculptural 
form on palatial facades. When images of the lion and bull do oc- 
cur in other media (primarily seals) they are similarly stylized sym- 
bolic representations that pursue an agenda different from the por- 
trayal of the lion as hunter in the wild or marauder of domesticated 
beasts. One seal used on Elamite Fortification tablets in the Garri- 
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son and Root research corpus that does depict the lion-bull image 
is a stamp seal owned by a camel driver (Garrison and Root 1996: 
fig. la-b; in press b: PFS 1532s). The association of this seal with 
this particular individual shows that although the lion-bull image was 
uncommon on seals in use in the heartland of the empire at this pe- 
riod, it was apparently not restricted by edict to some royal prerog- 
ative or to the upper echelon of court society. Presumably the cam- 
el driver selected his seal emblem because of some meaning it held 
for him. Perhaps this had to do with the manifestation of ever present 
light through the equipose of lion (sun) and bull (moon): light signi- 
fying guidance along the path and freedom from the treachery of 
darkness for the professional long-distance traveler. In a charming 
way, this man on the move impressed his seal three times on one 
tablet to make a connected chain of images — with the one in the 
middle carefully inverted. This suggests the man's investment in the 
aesthetic and symbolic properties of his seal. We might hypothesize 
that the chain he made in the clay was a kind of signature state- 
ment recalling the passage of his camels across the desert protected 
by the sources of light. It becomes noteworthy, as we ourselves move 
on with our analysis, that the camel driver at Persepolis did not 
choose to buy or commission a seal showing a camel. 



CAMELS, HORSES, DOGS 

Camel 

The camel is not attested in the early art of Iran, despite the fact 
that faunal records occasionally reveal its presence (Zeder 1991: 219 
and 235). The animal is rarely depicted even in historical periods 
in Iran until Parthian times at the close of the first millennium. This 
is particularly the case if we discount a couple of unprovenanced 
artifacts of problematic origin (illustrated in Bulliet 1975: 160). The 
camel was important in Achaemenid Iran for bulk transport and as 
a mount in warfare. But although they are mentioned frequently in 
the Fortification tablet texts (Hallock 1969), not a single camel ap- 
pears in the corpus of associated seals impressed on these tablets. 
In the art of the Achaemenid period the animal seems to have found 
little resonance outside its value as indicating a specific prestige gift 
characteristic of particular camel-rich regions such as Arabia, Bac- 
tria, and Parthia. On the Apadana stairway reliefs at Persepolis 
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camels are depicted as gifts brought to the Persian king (Bulliet 1975: 
162-63). These representations are faithfully executed — even down 
to the accurate rendition of the nose-halter for the one-humped 
dromedary and the nose-peg for the two-humped variety. There is, 
thus, no question of the artists at the Persian court having difficulty 
producing compelling naturalistic renditions of this animal when 
called to do so. The paucity of representations of the camel at this 
time is especially interesting since artists of the Achaemenid empire 
(as also earlier in Iranian tradition) delighted in creating imaginary 
long-necked creatures whose necks intertwined in elegant patterns 
(e.g., Garrison and Root in press b: PFS 3, PFS 81*, PFS 1084*). 
The actual camel seems not, however, to have been an inspiring 
subject for such exploits. 

Evidence from the Indo-Iranian text traditions of the Rig Veda 
and the Avesta further mystifies the paucity of depiction of the camel 
except in the highly specific context of the Apadana facades. For in 
these texts, the camel is a valued animal, if lower in the hierarchy 
than the bull and the cow with calf (Bulliet 1975: 141-75, esp. 153— 
61; see also Busch 1985: 197-98: peon to the camel embedded in 
the Bahram Yast [Yast 14]). Camels were closely associated with no- 
mads. Perhaps there are hidden issues of social differentiation de- 
termining the camel's virtual absence from the types of artifact as- 
semblages we currently have available. Were we to discover intact 
burials of nomadic chieftains of the desert regions analogous to the 
Achaemenid period discoveries in the steppes of Siberia, we might 
need to change our characterization of this issue completely. 

Horse 

Like the camel, the horse was a relative latecomer on the scene in 
Iran. In this case, however, the animal became a prominent figure 
in art once its place in the world of humans had been established. 
A very early representation is found on a shell inlay plaque from 
Susa, dating to the mid-third millennium and surely forming one 
element in an extended figural frieze (Amiet 1966: 194—95). The 
animal appears to be wild. It wears no trappings and displays a short- 
legged stocky build. Apparently a stallion (to judge by what look to 
be genitalia cursorily inscribed between the hind legs), it walks for- 
ward with its head extended, mouth open, as if neighing. Possibly 
this horse was part of a frieze of horses depicting alternating males 
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and females (a frequent device in ancient Near Eastern representa- 
tions of animal files in various species). Possibly also the frieze de- 
picted a more narrative scene involving aspects of the corraling and 
taming of horses. Contemporaneous inlay friezes in Mesopotamia 
depict lively milking scenes, so the idea of such a narrative involv- 
ing the logistics of animal husbandry is plausible as a concept. For 
either of these suggested scenarios the neighing stallion with aggres- 
sively jutting head would fit right in. This artifact is a precious in- 
dication of the knowledge of horses (and the burgeoning artistic 
interest in them) in Iran at such an early period. 

By the turn of the first millennium and slightly later, we begin to 
see a profusion of sources for assessing the role of the horse. From 
Tepe Sialk in central western Iran, painted spouted vessels incor- 
porated depictions of animals — now including the horse — in a some- 
what primitive style that seems to be a debased reminiscence of the 
pre-historic painted pottery tradition. Despite their relative crudity, 
these pots infuse old forms with a new repertoire of animals and an 
earthy exuberance (Bagherzadeh et al. 1981: color pi. 5). They sug- 
gest an increasing familiarity with the horse in a domesticated en- 
vironment where the animal is seen in the context of other domes- 
ticated beasts and where it is decorated in ways that suggest blankets 
and other trappings. 

From the site of Hasanlu our knowledge of the horse moves into 
an entirely different sphere. Here, horse burials are documented and 
lavish assemblages of meaningfully-charged horse trappings bespeak 
the practical importance, the prestige, and the symbolic associations 
of this animal (Schauensee 1989; Winter 1980). A bronze drinking 
vessel in the form of a horse's head is an early example of the "rhy- 
ton," which is attested in this same shape but rendering a bull on 
Assyrian palace reliefs. This type of vessel, mentioned earlier in 
connection with theriomorphic pots from Marlik, evolves in Iran into 
a shape in which the drinking horn is placed at right angles to the 
animal pro tome. In this form it becomes a hallmark of Iranian custom 
through the Achaemenid, Parthian, and Sasanian periods (Porada 
1965: 121; Gunter and Jett 1992: 23-24). Contemporary Assyrian 
annals refer repeatedly to the raiding of western Iran's grassy foot- 
hills for prized horses; and splendidly dressed horses are represent- 
ed as tribute gifts brought by Iranian groups to King Sargon II (Roaf 
1995: 59-61). The Hasanlu excavations anchor these texts in a 
material framework. It is to be expected that excavations now on- 
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going in Iran, for instance at the much-plundered site of Ziwiye, will 
reveal contextualized data on the pre-Achaemenid horse from a place 
in the heart of Median territory (where the Assyrian annals seem 
especially to have focused their horse-raids). 

Susa offers evidence in the early first millennium of glazed terra- 
cotta animal protomes (including a yellow-glazed horse with green 
decoration at its neck) used as architectural embellishments set high 
up in walls (Amiet 1966: 506). This is an important backdrop for 
considering a unique find from the first Achaemenid royal city, Pasar- 
gadae. Here, early excavations revealed fragments of a horse pro- 
tome animal capital (Stronach 1978: 73-74 and pi. 55). So far this 
is the only example of a horse capital retrieved from any of the 
Achaemenid royal installations. It is not surprising to see evidence 
of such a prominent position accorded to the horse in Achaemenid 
Iran. The horse was very important to the Achaemenid ethos of royal 
and manly prestige. Royal inscriptions cite Persia as a land of good 
horses and good men; they proclaim the king's virtues in terms of 
his equestrian ability and his skills at warfare of all kinds on horse- 
back (Kent 1953: 136, DPd, 140, DNb). We also know from the 
Persepolis Fortification tablets as well as the Greek historian Hero- 
dotus that fast messengers on horseback crisscrossed the vast em- 
pire delivering letters to the king, stopping at regular relay stations 
for fresh mounts. 

In view of the importance of the horse, it may seem puzzling that 
the animal does not play a more evident role in the program of 
architectural sculpture at Persepolis. It is only on the Apadana re- 
liefs that the horse appears on extant Persepolis sculptures. These 
depictions characterize the horse in real rather than mythical terms 
or as a symbolic icon. Three horses and two horse-drawn chariots 
are shown as part of the Persian retinue that brings up the rear of 
a great procession behind the king and crown prince (Schmidt 1953: 
pi. 52). And several delegations of gift-bearers from the subject lands 
of the empire bring a horse as a prestige offering to the king (fig. 
5.4). These animals are in parade presentation, with top knots, 
knotted tails, and bells around their necks. They are beautifully 
modeled representations displaying subtle passages of musculature 
and facial features that do not generally come across optimally in 
photographs. 

A group of seals carved in the late Elamite tradition (in the sev- 
enth century) depict horsemen engaged in battle or the hunt. One 
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of these, inscribed with the name and paternity of Cyrus of Anshan, 
grandfather of Cyrus the Great, founder of the Persian empire, is 
used as an office seal on the Fortification tablets generations after 
its manufacture (Garrison and Root 1996: fig. 2a-b; in press a: PFS 
93*; Root 1991: fig. 6; Garrison and Root in press a: PFS 51). Both 
of these seals show a smooth modeled style, with the horse rendered 
at a vigorous gallop in a free-field composition. On the Fortifica- 
tion tablets numerous seals of Achaemenid date depict the horse but 
not as a mounted animal. Mounted horses do occur on seals applied 
to slightly later administrative tablets discovered in the Treasury of 
the site (Schmidt 1957: [PT Seal 18] 25 and pi. 6, [PT Seal 34] 31 
and pi. 10). 

An important set of evidence regarding the horse derives from a 
cache of correspondence of the Persian Prince Arsham, Satrap of 
Egypt, near the close of the fifth century. Arsham's cylinder seal is 
known to us through impressions preserved on sealings of letters writ- 
ten on papyrus and bundled up in a leather pouch. Two warriors 
are shown still alive — Arsham and one of four enemies. Rather than 
engaging with each other on horseback, however, their horses are 
standing patiently behind them while Arsham prepares to dispatch 
the last remaining enemy (Moorey 1978: 149 fig. 8). 

One of the letters in the Prince's pouch commissions an artist to 
make a second sculpture of Arsham on horseback — like the one he 
has already done. We cannot tell from this communication exactly 
what the representations looked like. Were they reliefs or freestanding 
pieces? A mounted equestrian or a composition of man and horse 
standing face to face or side by side? Nevertheless the brief refer- 
ence hints that equestrian sculptures did exist in Iranian court cir- 
cles of this period (Root 1979: 129-30). 

The horse was a prestige animal in ancient Iran among nomads. 
Horse trappings from the burials of nomadic Scythian chieftains in 
Siberia indicate lavish equestrian displays for this nomadic aristoc- 
racy. A carpet from one of these tombs includes files of men on 
horseback on parade. Here the horses are dressed much as we see 
them on the Apadana reliefs at Persepolis (Lerner 1991). 

Horses were revered in Zoroastrian tradition. As one rendering 
of a segment of the Bahram Yast reads: "Verethraghna, made by 
Ahura, came to him a third time, running in the shape of a white, 
beautiful horse, with yellow ears and a golden caparison; upon whose 
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forehead floated the well-shaped Strength, and Victory, beautiful of 
form, made by Ahura" (Busch 1985: 199). 

Dogs 

We have already encountered hunting dogs on pre-historic painted 
pottery (fig. 5.2b). During historical times canine imagery in Meso- 
potamia became associated with the goddess Gula. Its symbolic va- 
lences in Iran are less clear. A dog is listed as tribute to Mesopot- 
amia from the Iranian highlands near the end of the third millennium 
(Kawami 1986: 261 n. 18) — suggesting the value and significance 
of the actual animal in both regions at this time. Elam has not, 
however, preserved for us a very strong indication of the role of the 
dog in its indigenous art and culture. 

A bronze statuette purchased by the excavators at Susa from 
thieves who stole it in the course of work, portrays a standing wor- 
shiper with very large mastiff seated at his side. The piece should 
date to the early first millennium (Amiet 1966: 530). Later, during 
the Achaemenid empire, life-sized seated statues of mastiffs in local 
stone were excavated at Persepolis in a secondary context within the 
southeast tower of the Apadana (Schmidt 1953: 73, 102, figs. 46 A 
B; 1957: 69-70, pi. 36A-B). A third such statue was discovered in 
1953, still in an unfinished state (Sami 1955: opp. 68). The one well- 
preserved and finished statue was missing its head when retrieved 
in the 1930s. This has now been restored and is on view in the Iran 
National Museum in Tehran in its restored condition (Amiet 1980b: 
fig. 7 1 3). The restored head has clearly been modeled after the form 
preserved in the complete (but unfinished) statue excavated later. 
Thus, while the restoration has been viewed with some skepticism 
(e.g., Kawami 1986: 261), it is in fact based on solid evidence. The 
dog's bluntly-shaped head and muzzle as well as his bulging eyes, 
short rounded ears, and massive barrel chest are there incontrovert- 
ibly. It is noteworthy that these characteristics are shared with the 
earlier small scale bronze from Susa. The Persepolis dogs are ren- 
dered as powerful guardians. They are smooth, sleek, and well- 
muscled, with long tail. Prominent male genitals as well as promi- 
nent nipples apparently do not reflect some symbolic sexual hybrid, 
but are simply an accurate observation of nature visible on a short- 
haired male canine. 

In the Zoroastrian faith, the dog had a special place, respected 
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for its courage and faithfulness. It served as an intermediary between 
the worshiper and his god; and between the living and the dead 
(Kawami 1986: 263). Dogs were revered as both hunters and guard- 
ians. They performed important duties in specific Zoroastrian pu- 
rification rituals (Kotwal and Boyd 1991). 

As with all the animals we have discussed in terms of their pos- 
sible connections with Zoroastrian (or at least "Mazdaistic") tradi- 
tion and practice, we cannot establish through textual evidence 
exactly what beliefs were being propagated already during the Achae- 
menid empire. We can only lay out aspects of the material record 
in an attempt to raise questions. The dog, like the camel, is not well- 
represented in the artistic record of the Achaemenids even though 
we know it was an important feature of practical life and a valued 
member of the animal kingdom reverenced in the Zoroastrian faith 
and probably in its "Mazadistic" manifestation at the Achaemenid 
court. The canine sculptures at Persepolis are important corrobo- 
ration of the animal's cultural significance. 



CONCLUSION 

A survey of animals in the artistic record of ancient Iran provides 
rich access to a range of media, periods, and social-historical issues. 
It reinforces the notion that meaningful continuities and disconti- 
nuities existed in Iranian art through which we can glean significant 
insights. Disparities in evidence, combined in some cases with lack 
of systematic analysis of the known material record, keep some 
suggestions at the level of speculation pending further work. But an 
overview of ancient Iran specifically through its tradition of animal 
art does raise, and help to answer, many questions about how artis- 
tic representation served the needs of cult, magic, and power rela- 
tionships. Such questions are key to our increasingly fine-tuned ap- 
preciation of the civilizations of ancient Iran. 
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